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Recent research on individual differences in reactions to 
threats has yielded findings that require a reexamination 
and a reformulation of current theories on personality and 
threat. Specifically, research guided by social-defense the-
ory (SDT; Ein-Dor, Mikulincer, Doron, & Shaver, 2010)—
an extension of attachment theory—suggests that the 
current understanding of the function of the attachment 
system is limited. Whereas most research on attachment 
focuses on individual differences in relational motivations, 
behaviors, emotions and emotion regulation, stress, and 
coping (e.g., Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Mikulincer, Shaver, 
& Pereg, 2003; Simpson & Rholes, 2015), the attachment 
system as conceptualized by Bowlby (1973, 1980, 1982)  
is first and foremost a system that has evolved to deal  
with acute threats and stressors and to promote survival: 
Threats activate the attachment system (Bowlby, 1973), 
and its behavioral outcomes, such as proximity seeking, 
increase the likelihood of protection, support, and survival 
(Mikulincer, Gillath, & Shaver, 2002).

From this perspective, individual differences in attach-
ment should be primarily related to the different 

strategies humans use when confronted with threat. 
When examined at the individual level, however, the 
human ability to effectively deal with threat is severely 
limited, because humans are weak and slow; have poor 
senses (eyesight, hearing, smell); have no claws, sharp 
teeth, or tail to hang from; and cannot fly or swim effec-
tively (e.g., Bergman, 2004; Blanchard, 2009). Humans 
are thus endowed with poor physical skills; their main 
adaptive advantage is a superior cognitive system that 
has enabled them to devise a solution to the problem of 
survival at the group level. When faced with danger, they 
can seek support from others and significantly improve 
their ability to deal with threat through effective coopera-
tion, utilizing the strength of numbers (e.g., Axelrod & 
Hamilton, 1981).
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Abstract
Bowlby’s attachment theory has stimulated research covering a variety of topics related to individual and relational 
well-being, such as courtship, mate selection, motivations, emotional responses, cognitions, dreams, values, and 
psychopathology. This research has contributed greatly to the understanding of individual differences in mental health 
but at the same time has gradually lost touch with the original evolutionary essence of attachment theory. In this article, 
we revisit Bowlby’s original conceptualization and argue that although attachment styles relate to many different 
aspects of people’s lives, their primary function is to promote survival. Accordingly, we present social-defense theory 
and illustrate how different attachment orientations work in synergy to promote group survival, such that a social group 
comprising members with different attachment patterns has clear adaptive advantages over a homogeneous group of 
securely attached individuals. We therefore challenge the axiomatic view of insecure attachment as a psychological 
liability, contending that each attachment disposition has specific adaptive advantages. In making this argument, we 
extend the scope of attachment theory and research by considering a broader range of adaptive functions of insecure 
attachment strategies, and present data to support our argument.
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This ability to seek support from others and effectively 
rely on their help when facing danger is at the very heart 
of the attachment system. Specifically, we argue that an 
effective human response constitutes a balance between 
individual-level fight-or-flight responses (governed by 
the anxiety and fear systems; Blanchard, Griebel, & Nutt, 
2011; Perkins & Corr, 2006; Tovote, Fadok, & Lüthi, 2015) 
and social reliance on the assistance of others (governed 
by the attachment system; Ein-Dor, 2014; Ein-Dor & 
Perry-Paldi, 2014).

Individual differences in attachment orientations 
exemplify diverse responses to threat that range on the 
fight-or-flight and social-defense axes. People high in 
attachment avoidance are often described as having a 
deactivated attachment system (Cassidy & Kobak, 1988) 
that leads them to be self-reliant and avoid proximity to 
others. When responding to threat, these individuals rely 
heavily on the fight-or-flight response while neglecting 
the social responses of proximity seeking and attachment 
(because of their attachment system’s deactivation). 
According to SDT, an avoidant person may, indepen-
dently of others, identify and enact the quickest self-
protective maneuver or quickly notice the best escape route 
from a threatening situation, reactions we have termed 
rapid fight-or-flight behavior. This self-protective strategy 
may sometimes inadvertently save other group members’ 
lives by thwarting a threat or identifying an escape route.

People high in attachment anxiety have the opposite 
response to threat. These individuals place their bets on 
the social-defense response of attachment (because their 
attachment system is hyperactivated), which increases 
their vigilance to threats while also rendering their fight-
or-flight response ineffective because they are compul-
sively dependent on others (Ein-Dor & Doron, 2015). As 
a result, people who score high on attachment anxiety 
constantly monitor the environment for threats and are 
quick to alert others when a threat is detected ( J. A.  
Feeney & Noller, 1990). According to SDT, their pattern 
of responses can be termed sentinel behavior because 
they serve as guardians, constantly alert and on the look-
out for the faintest sign of threat or danger.

Secure individuals, who are low in both attachment 
avoidance and attachment anxiety, seem to possess the 
perfect balance between individual-level fight-or-flight 
responses and the ability to effectively recruit help from 
close others. They are, therefore, better than insecure 
people at leading and coordinating group activities  
(Davidovitz, Mikulincer, Shaver, Izsak, & Popper, 2007) 
and work more effectively with other group members 
when solving problems (Rom & Mikulincer, 2003; Smith, 
Murphy, & Coats, 1999). Secure people, however, are not 
as efficient as anxious individuals in detecting threat 
because they tend to down-regulate emotions and mini-
mize the severity of threat (Ein-Dor, 2014). They are also 

not as effective as avoidant individuals at quickly respond-
ing to threat because they tend to look out for others’ 
well-being, sometimes at the expense of rapid self-pro-
tective behaviors (Ein-Dor, 2014).

On this basis, we propose that humans strategically 
utilize individual differences in the activation of the fear, 
anxiety, and attachment systems when an emergency situ-
ation presents itself. In other words, people with secure 
and insecure attachment styles have unique adaptive 
advantages (which increase inclusive fitness; Hamilton,  
1964) and disadvantages (which decrease inclusive fit-
ness). Thus, when viewed from an inclusive-fitness per-
spective, groups that include individuals with different 
attachment strategies may have advantages over homog-
enous groups of relatively secure individuals. This type 
of cooperation between individuals in social groups, 
which may be unintentional at times, could have been 
perfected by evolution through the same individually 
based selection processes that shaped other types of 
cooperation (Axelrod, 2006). Thus, social-defense behav-
iors do not need group-selection processes to take form.

Advantages and Disadvantages of 
People High in Attachment Anxiety

A closer look at the unique characteristics of each attach-
ment style reveals a mixed picture of advantages and 
disadvantages. People high in attachment anxiety often 
appraise their own functioning in groups as imperfect 
and are judged by others as falling short in their ability to 
effectively lead team efforts in completing various tasks 
(Davidovitz et al., 2007). Despite these shortcomings, the 
sentinel-related strategies that anxious people adopt 
when dealing with threats are invaluable to groups 
because they significantly increase the chances of group 
and individual survival at times of acute threat.

A growing body of research provides empirical evi-
dence in support of the function of anxiously attached 
individuals as sentinels. For example, attachment anxiety 
is associated with heightened access to core components 
of the sentinel schema—noticing danger quickly and 
warning others about the danger (Ein-Dor, Mikulincer, & 
Shaver, 2011a): When participants were asked to write 
about a frightening scenario based on a Thematic Apper-
ception Test–style prompt, those higher in attachment 
anxiety composed stories with more sentinel-related 
narratives.

Anxiously attached individuals also report that at times 
of threat they are more likely to exhibit sentinel-related 
(yelling) and fear-related (escaping) responses (Ein-Dor 
& Perry-Paldi, 2014), and they exhibit these responses  
in real-life threatening situations: Research conducted  
in a small group setting wherein an experimentally 
manipulated threatening situation was created—a room 
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progressively filled up with nontoxic smoke from an 
ostensibly malfunctioning computer—indicated that 
groups higher in attachment anxiety detected the pres-
ence of smoke more quickly than less anxious groups.  
In addition, the person with the highest score on attach-
ment anxiety detected the presence of smoke in the  
room better than predicted by chance alone (Ein-Dor,  
Mikulincer, & Shaver, 2011b). Anxious individuals do not 
only detect threat rapidly; they also have a tendency to 
deliver a warning message without delay (Ein-Dor & 
Orgad, 2012): Using a designated computer program, 
participants were led to believe that they accidently acti-
vated a Trojan horse that completely erased the experi-
menter’s hard drive and possibly the campus’s server. 
Participants were then asked to alert the computer tech-
nicians about the threat. On their way, they encountered 
four obstacles created in an attempt to delay them on the 
way to deliver the warning (e.g., a request for help). In 
line with SDT, high attachment anxiety was linked with 
significantly fewer delays.

Anxious individuals’ unique ability to detect and 
respond to threat seems to reflect greater sensitivity to 
cues in the environment, including social cues. In one 
study, anxious people were better than others at deter-
mining whether a stranger’s statements were truthful or 
not, and in another study conducted with semiprofes-
sional poker players, people higher in attachment anxiety 
were more accurate in calling their opponents’ bluffs and 
won a larger sum of money in the game (Ein-Dor & Perry, 
2014). Taken together, this research suggests that anxious 
individuals are not mere alarmists prone to crying wolf 
but are highly sensitive and accurate detectors of social 
and contextual threats, which renders them invaluable 
sentinels, always on guard to protect their group.

Advantages and Disadvantages of 
People High in Attachment Avoidance

People high in attachment avoidance also possess a mixed 
bag of social advantages and disadvantages. They tend to 
be poor teammates and do not collaborate with others 
(Rom & Mikulincer, 2003); their emotional instability 
makes them bad leaders in the eyes of others, and their 
compulsive self-reliance (Bowlby, 1973) often leads them 
to underestimate the effectiveness of the teams they 
belong to (Davidovitz et al., 2007). Even in emergency 
situations, they tend to down-relegate appraisals of threat 
and sensations of pain and vulnerability (e.g., Fraley & 
Shaver, 1997) and are therefore less vigilant and slower to 
detect signs of danger than others (Ein-Dor et al., 2010). 
Their typical response in threatening situations is to take 
self-protective actions that promote their own interests  
(B. C. Feeney & Collins, 2001), and their metabolic pro-
cesses work in support of this self-reliant strategy (Ein-Dor 

et al., 2015): They maintain higher levels of glucose in 
their bloodstream, which makes them better prepared for 
asocial responses to threat. As a result, whereas anxious 
and secure individuals focus their attention on the where-
abouts of significant others around them, often at the 
expense of averting personal danger, avoidant people do 
not concern themselves with the welfare of others, and 
instead are highly efficient at discovering ways to deal 
with the threat and minimize their personal vulnerability.

Ironically, the seemingly asocial strategies of avoidant 
people may be of great value to the group, because 
although avoidant people are first and foremost con-
cerned with saving their own skin, they may inadver-
tently help other people around them find the path to 
safety. Indeed, the sight of people running from danger 
can motivate the escape of others and unintentionally 
save lives (e.g., Mawson, 2012). Avoidant people often do 
more than just flee the scene, however. To escape a dan-
gerous situation, it is sometimes necessary to take action, 
such as by extinguishing a fire, clearing an escape route, 
or removing obstacles. By doing so, avoidant people may 
serve as unintended heroes who show others the way to 
safety by sheer coincidence.

Research supports the social-defense function of the 
avoidant schema: When people high in avoidance were 
asked to write a story about a scary scenario, they were 
more likely than others to describe (a) escaping a peril-
ous event without helping others, (b) acting without col-
laborating or deliberating with others, and (c) reacting 
quickly (Ein-Dor et al., 2011a). People high in avoidance 
also show a tendency to fight, run away, or assess the 
level of risk depending on their appraisal of the degree 
of dangerousness and the clarity of the threat (Ein-Dor & 
Perry-Paldi, 2014). These avoidant schemas are reflected 
in actual behavior; in the study on reactions to a room 
gradually filling up with smoke, groups higher in attach-
ment avoidance were quicker to escape the room than 
were more secure groups (Ein-Dor et al., 2011b). Taken 
together, these findings support the social-defense func-
tion of attachment avoidance through the actions of rapid 
fight-or-flight trailblazers who show others the route to 
safety.

Social Defense at the Group Level: 
Diversity Matters

Over the course of evolution, humans lived in relatively 
small groups or tribes of kin and faced many different 
threats and dangers. According to SDT, survival under 
such conditions necessitates skills and abilities that one 
person could never hope to have: heightened vigilance 
to threats and danger, quick responses to threats once 
they are detected, and calm and calculated efforts to 
organize and lead the group. These incongruous 
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responses—comprising high arousal and calmness, con-
cern for others and concern for self—can be achieved 
only by combining the efforts of people with different 
attachment dispositions.

Our research supports the social-defense advantage of 
diverse, heterogeneous groups. In the study in which a 
room gradually filled up with smoke, independent judges 
appraised groups comprising a mix of attachment pat-
terns as dealing more effectively with the threat than less 
diverse groups (Ein-Dor et al., 2011b). Heterogeneity in 
attachment patterns is related to group performance in 
non-emergency domains as well, such that teams’ hetero-
geneity in attachment anxiety and avoidance scores  
was related to better academic grades (Lavy, Bareli, & 
Ein-Dor, 2015).

Concluding Comments

For decades, research stemming from attachment theory 
has viewed only one attachment style as adaptive while 
branding the others maladaptive. Belsky and colleagues 
(Belsky, 1997, 1999; Belsky, Steinberg, & Draper, 1991; 
Belsky, Steinberg, Houts, & Halpern-Felsher, 2010; 
Chisholm, Quinlivan, Petersen, & Coall, 2005; Del  
Giudice & Belsky, 2011; Simpson & Belsky, 2008) were 
the first to address the possibility that there are potential 
adaptive benefits, under particular environmental condi-
tions, of insecure attachment styles. Specifically, they pro-
posed that the potential to develop different attachment 
patterns evolved because, under certain ecological con-
ditions, they promote reproductive fitness. SDT was also 
developed as a critique of the prevailing perspective on 
attachment, offering a more nuanced and complex view 
of individual differences in attachment. In line with the 
French saying “Il faut de tout pour faire un monde” (“It 
takes all sorts to make a world”), SDT contends that 
attachment styles are unique constellations that offer both 
advantages and disadvantages, and that the main strength 
of human societies and their resilience in the face of threat 
stems not merely from the characteristics of a certain type 
of individual but from the synergetic and compounded 
effects of different characteristics of different people. By 
acknowledging the social advantages of both security and 
insecurity, we can move away from simplistic notions of 
“good” and “bad” personality characteristics, reconsider 
the misguided notion that insecure attachment (i.e., 
attachment anxiety and avoidance) needs to be fixed, and 
celebrate human diversity as a remarkable and highly 
effective symphony of imperfections.
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